Institutional Neurosis. Russell Barton: With a foreword by Noel Gordon Harris. Bristol. John Wright & Sons Ltd., 1959 (56 p.) It is now a well-known fact that collective settings, such as prisons, TB hospitals, orphanages, etc., often exert a pathogenic influence on their inmates. It would be extraordinary if mental hospitals would be the only exception to that ruIe. However, in mental hospitals such disturbances are naturally apt to be confused with the symptoms of the mental illness proper. To distinguish what, in the clinical picture shown by the inmates of mental hospitals, belongs to the original disease or what is a reaction to the setting, requires from a physician a more than average lucidity and intelligent honesty.
Dr. Barton endeavours to describe "the dreadful mental changes that may result from institutional life and the steps that can be taken to cure them." His booklet is clear, convincing and excellently written. However, we have two criticisms:
(1) It was of course the right of the author to restrict his topic to his personal observations and experiences in one particular hospital during a certain period of time. As such, his book is a valuable contribution. But if he also decided to give a historical introduction he should have started his survey long before Myerson. Already Pinel demonstrated that the mental condition of mental patients improved after their chains had been removed. Due credit should have been given to Hermann Simon, in Germany, who proclaimed that many "schizophrenic" symptoms were but a response to faulty mental hospital conditions and proved it by his method, published shortly after World War I. After World War II, French psychiatrists performed pioneer work in the same field. The bibliography gives the false impression that nothing was ever done outside of English-speaking countries.
(2) It is questionable if there is just "one" condition-whether one calls it "institutional neurosis" or gives it another name. There is good reason to assume that there are a variety of reactions-neurotic, psychotic, psychopathic, etc.-to the mental hospital setting. The author's description shows a mixture of these reactions, with special emphasis on the neurotic (similar to the "barbed-wire disease" in prisoners of war). Among the pathogenic factors, there are certainly more than the seven enumerated by the author.
The best part of the book is the one concerned with the treatment of institutional neurosis. Here Barton shows his great experience and gives extremely good and useful advice. It is to be wished that his book will be widely read and taken as a starting point for other studies and therapeutic undertakings.
H. ELLENBERGER, M.D., Montreal. Osler, writing with that good sense for which he is renowned, says about the relationship of chemistry, anatomy and physiology to medicine, "Only so far as they bear upon a due understanding of the phenomena of disease do these subjects form part of the medical curriculum and for us they are but a means-essential means it is true, to this end." Faced with the ever expanding curriculum of psychiatry the newcomer must often wish he could be certain that his teachers and examiners had Osler's dictum in the forefront of their minds. The psychiatrist
